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professional development  
Leanne Mattu 
Paper presented at the SERA Conference, 20th November 2014.   
This document includes the slides prepared for this presentation, integrated with the outline of the 
content of the talk. 
 
This morning I'm going to 
talk about some early 
findings from my PhD 
research.  My project is 
called 'Farm visits and the 
Scottish primary school 
FXUULFXOXP
DQGWRGD\,¶P
going to focus on what 
primary teachers in Scotland 
have said about their 
experiences of training and 
professional development 
around outdoor learning 
generally, as well as around 
farm visits specifically. 
My starting point is a pretty uncontroversial statement, which is that outdoor learning 
is a big deal in Curriculum for Excellence.  I think it's fair to say that using the 
outdoors in an education context has been important in Scottish education 
historically, but that it had seen a bit of a decline in the years leading up to the 
advent of Curriculum for Excellence, and that teachers are now being encouraged to 
LQFRUSRUDWHWKHRXWGRRUVLQWKHLUWHDFKLQJLQDZD\WKDWZDVQ¶WSHUKDSVVRRYHUWLQ
the recent past.  
Something that seems to have arisen from that is the idea that teachers feel they 
need more training, or opportunities for continuing professional development, on how 
they might make best use the outdoors in their teaching.  There  have been a few 
different pieces of research since Curriculum for Excellence first emerged which 
have reinIRUFHGWKDWDQG,¶YHSLFNHGWZRH[DPSOHVRIWKLVIURPWKHOLWHUDWXUHWR
reflect specific time points. 
The first is from a report published in 2007,  which is actually a summary of various 
other research that had taken place in the 2005-2007 timeframe. So this is the very 
early days of CfE ± the initial document had come out, talking about the values and 
design principles underpinning the new curriculum, and  the  development of the 4 
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FDSDFLWLHVDVSXUSRVHRIWKHFXUULFXOXPEXWDWWKLVVWDJHWKHUHZDVQ¶WD lot in the way 
of detail on what that might actually look like in the classroom. This quote in Nicol et 
al. (2007) highlights that teachers at that stage felt that there had been a lack of 











The second example is from a more recent report which was published earlier this 
year. This was a survey conducted in 2011, in which the idea that teachers wanted 
further training and support was taken a step further, and they were asked 
particularly what sorts of things would be useful to them. 
The teachers who responded to that survey suggested that they would like lesson 
ideas, ways of encouraging and empowering staff, ways of sharing resources, 
practical skills like minibus driving, and particularly from primary teachers, more 
information on how to access funding to take their pupils outdoors.  These two 
studies are just examples to illustrate the idea that there is ongoing demand amongst 
teachers for further input.  It was reading these sorts of things which made me think 
that training and professional development was something I should ask about in my 
own study. 
As I mentioned, my project is looking at educational farm visits, and particularly how 
they can link to Curriculum for Excellence in primary schools, so looking particularly 
at the First and Second curriculum levels.   
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This slide is a brief 
overview of how I 
went about my 
research. It was a 
mixed methods 
study, and I began 
with a survey of 
primary teachers in 
Scotland, which 
went out in May 
last year (2013). 
The idea behind 
the survey was to 
use it as a starting 
point, to try and get a snapshot of a broad range of teachers' experiences and 
opinions. I'm not from a farming background, and I'm not a qualified teacher, so I just 
wanted to get some sense of teachers' experiences, and some ideas of areas that I 
could explore a bit further in the case studies. The case studies took place in school 
year 2013-14, so just last school year, and I went along to the farm visit with the 
class, and then interviewed the teacher who has organised the visit, the farmer who 
hosted it, and some of the children who had been to the farm.  
The survey was sent out to 1643 Scottish primary schools. It was addressed to the 
head teacher, with a request that it should be passed on to one member of staff from 
each school complete and return it. In total I got 264 responses, which is 16%. That 
was a bit ORZHUWKDQ,¶GKRSHGEXW,GLGJHWUHVSRQVHVIURPDOORIWKHORFDO
authorities that the survey went out to. I also looked at the six-fold urban/rural 
categorisation that the Scottish Government use, and got responses from teachers in 
schools in all six of those categories, and also from all 5 Scottish Index of Multiple 
Deprivation quintiles. As I said, the purpose of the survey was not to get any sort of 
statistically representative sample, but just to get responses from as broad a range 
of teachers as possible, and so from that perspective I was pleased that there did 
seem to be respondents from a good variety of different contexts.  
These next two slides just give a bit of an overview of the sort of teachers who were 
responding to the survey.  
One of the things I did with the survey was to ask teachers to rate various 
statements on a scale RIWRZKHUHPHDQWWKDWWKH\GLGQ¶WDJUHHZLWKWKH
VWDWHPHQWDWDOODQGPHDQWWKDWWKH\VWURQJO\DJUHHG2QWKHVWDWHPHQWµ,WKLQNLW¶V 
an important part of my role as a teacher, to give children opportunities to learn 
RXWGRRUV¶WKHUHVSRQGHQWVwere tending to agree with that statement, most of them 
TXLWHVWURQJO\6LPLODUO\IRUWKHVWDWHPHQWµ,HQMR\WHDFKLQJRXWGRRUV¶RQWKHVDPH
rating scale again, the teachers who responded to the survey were mostly in 
agreement with that idea.   















So the teachers who are responding to the survey seem to be those who are already 
quite keen on the outdoors, and are already quite engaged with outdoor learning.  
,W¶VSUREDEO\QRWDKXJHVXUSULVHWKDWDKHDGWHDFKHUUHFHLYLQJDVXUYH\OLNHWKLVZLWK 
a request to pass it on to one member of staff, is going to pass it on to someone who 
is already known to be quite outdoorsy.  I do think LW¶Vsomething that needs to be 
borne in mind though, when looking at the rest of the survey results.  





before, and as you can see, the responses are nowhere near as emphatic as in the 
previous two graphs. There is much more of a spread, and no indication of a strong 





neutral option, so the respondents had to come down at least slightly on one side or 
WKHRWKHU7KDWPHDQVWKDW\RXFDQEUHDNWKLVGRZQLQWREURDGµDJUHH¶DQGµGLVDJUHH¶
categories. If you take 0-2 as being those disagree with the statement, and 3-5 as 
being those who agree, there is a 30/70 split here, so 70% of those who responded 
WRWKLVVWDWHPHQWDJUHHGDWOHDVWWRVRPHH[WHQWWKDWWKH\¶GKDGVXIILFLHQWWUDLQLQJRU
CPD on outdoor learning.   




7KLVJUDSKVKRZVWKHUHVSRQVHVWRWKHVWDWHPHQWµI think that probationer teachers 
are usually well iQIRUPHGDERXWRXWGRRUOHDUQLQJ¶again using that same rating scale.    
I should say that I asked the respondents in the survey to indicate how many years 
ago they had first qualified, which was a sort of proxy for their length of experience, 
although WKH\ZRQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\all have been teaching for the whole time since they 
qualified.  There were teachers who were probationers at the time of completing the 
survey, some who had qualified in the last few years, and the whole range up to 
respondents who said they had qualified 30-40 years ago.  I imagine the less 
experienced teachers will have been thinking about themselves and their training 
cohort in responding to this, while the more experienced teachers are more likely to 
KDYHWKRXJKWDERXWSUREDWLRQHUVWKH\¶YHFRPHLQWRFRQWDFWZLWKLQrecent years.  
$JDLQWKHUHVSRQGHQWVGRQ¶WVHHPWREHH[SUHVVLQJDVWURQJRSLQLRQHLWKHUZD\
although if you look at this one as a straight agree/disagree split as I did for the 
SUHYLRXVJUDSKLW¶VMXVWDJUHHLQJZLWKWKHVWDWHPHQWWKDWSUREDWLRQHUWeachers 
are well informed. 
<RX¶OOQRWLFHWKDWRIUHVSRQGHQWVGLGQ¶WDQVZHUWKLVTXHVWLRQDQGZKHQ,DVNHG
WKHWHDFKHUVLQWKHFDVHVWXG\LQWHUYLHZVTXLWHDIHZVDLGWKDWWKH\GLGQ¶WFRPHLQWR
close enough contact with probationers to be able to form an opinion on this 
VWDWHPHQWDQG,VXVSHFWWKDWLW¶VSUREDEO\VRPHWKLQJsimilar behind the 9% that 
GLGQ¶WUHVSRQGWRWKLVLQWKHVXUYH\ 
As I mentioned, I also asked the teachers in the case studies about their experiences 
of training and CPD on outdoor learning.  Most of the case study teachers reported 
WKDWWKH\¶GKDGOLWWOHWRQRinput specifically on outdoor learning as part of their own 
initial teacher training, and did feel that they would benefit from more training on 
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outdoor learning, although there was a range of opinion on whether that should be 
something quite generic about using the outdoors, or whether it should be more 
specific to their local area, for example.  I asked the teachers how they did learn 
DERXWRXWGRRUOHDUQLQJLILWKDGQ¶WEHHQWKURXJKIRUPDOWUDLQLQJDQG&3' 
 
As you can see, the teacher in Case Study 3 spoke about learning by herself, there 
are CPD opportunities but a lot of the learning comes from her own reading and 
searching for information online, and from discussion with colleagues. The teacher in 
Case Study 1 also brought up the idea of learning from colleagues cascading what 
they had learned, so one member of staff might so to a training event and then come 
back and share what they learned with everyone else. 
What I got from the way the case study teachers spoke about their learning was a 
VHQVHRIDFRQWLQXXPZLWKDWRQHHQGWHDFKHUV¶VHOI-directed learning through 
reading, finding information online and so on, through to informal discussions with 
colleagues in the staffroom or socially with friends who are teachers, to more formal 
learning from colleagues through arrangements in school for teachers who had been 
on CPD to cascade their learning, through to attending formal CPD-type sessions in 
SHUVRQ7KDW¶VVRPHWKLQJWKDW,IRXQGUHDOO\LQWHUHVWLQJDQGWKDW,¶PJRLQJWRZDQWWR
look into a bit more in the coming few months. 
I also wanted to find out about where teachers had learned about farm visits ± the 
idea that it was something they could do with their class, , the ways that they could 
link a visit with Curriculum for Excellence, the existence of organisations to help 
them with the planning, and so on.  That did seem to rely quite heavily on that more 
informal end of the spectrum, the chatting with colleagues and that sort of thing.  




The teacher in Case Study 8 spoke about going to the farm because a colleague had 
been on a farm visit in the past, and in Case Study 4 the teacher became aware of 
the Royal Highland Education Trust, an organisation that arranges farm visits for 
VFKRROVEHFDXVHDQRWKHUWHDFKHULQWKHVFKRROLVDIDUPHU¶VZLIHIn the case 
studies there were other examples of learning about farm visits from colleagues, but 
also from parents who were involved with RHET, and adult volunteers in school who 
KDGIDUPLQJFRQQHFWLRQV7KHUHZDVQ¶WPXFKDWDOODERXWKDYLQJUHFHLYHGIO\HUVRU
emails, or about hearing about farm visits in training or CPD situations, and I think 
that perhaps has implications for how organisations like RHET might seek to 
SURPRWHWKHPVHOYHVDQGPDNHPRUHWHDFKHUVDZDUHRIZKDW¶VDYDLODEOH 
Teachers also spoke about their own levels of knowledge, and how much they 
learned about the topic from the farm visit, ZKLFKWKH\KDGQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\JRWIURP
their own reading and investigating in preparation for teaching the topic.   
In the survey, 90 of the 264 teachers who responded had been on an educational 
farm visit in the past year (May 2012 ± May 2013), and as you can see [below], most 
RIWKHPIHOWTXLWHVWURQJO\WKDWWKH\¶GOHDUQHGIURPWKHYLVLWWRR6RPHRIWKRVHZKR
GLGQ¶WDJUHHZLWKWKDWVWDWHPHQWJDYHH[SODQDWLRQVLQWKHIUHHWH[WER[ alongside this 
question, saying that they been on several farm visits previously, or that they were 
from a farming background themselves. Interestingly, two of the teachers in the case 
studies were from a farming background, and both said that they could learn new 
things from the farm visit with their class.   
 




The idea that the teachers themselves would learn from the visits was actually 
brought up by some of the farmers and the children I spoke to in the case studies 
too.   
 
 
Several of the farmers expressed some surprise at how little the teachers knew 
about farming, although the farmer in Case Study 5 went on to say that teachers are 





was one of the benefits of a farm visit, that the farmers could share their expertise.  
These P4 boys explained that their teacher had taken them to a farm so that they 
could learn things, but DOVRUHFRJQLVHGWKDWWKHLUWHDFKHUZDVQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\D 
farming expert and that she would learn things from the visit too.  The farmer in Case 
Study 3 felt that it would be useful to teachers to have CPD sessions that actually 
WRRNSODFHRQIDUPVDQGWKDW¶VVRPHWKLQJWKDWFDPHXSLQWKHVXUYH\WRR. I asked in 
a free text box towards the end of the survey what guidance teachers would find 
useful on farm visits, what sort of content they would like and also what format it 
should be in, so whether it was a booklet or a DVD or a training session. 
 
 
Quite a few said that CPD on a farm would be useful, and HYHQLQWKRVHZKRGLGQ¶W
explicitly say so, WKHUHZHUHORWVRIPHQWLRQVRIµSUDFWLFDO¶DQGµKDQGVRQ¶ training and 
CD, which to me implies that it would be best done on the farm rather than in, say, a 
lecture theatre.   
So why is any of this important? ,¶PVXUH\RX¶YHDOOVHHQKHDGOLQHVLQWKHPHGLD
DERXWFKLOGUHQWKLQNLQJWKDWPLONFRPHVIURPWKHIULGJHDQGKRZORWVRIFKLOGUHQGRQ¶W
ever see food being cooked from scratch any more.  Amongst the Curriculum for 
ExcHOOHQFHµ([SHULHQFHVDQG2XWFRPHV¶WKHUHDUHDOVRPHQWLRQVRINQRZLQJDERXW
IRRGMRXUQH\VZKDWIRRGVDUHSURGXFHGORFDOO\DQGKRZWKH\¶UHSURGXFHGDQGVR
on, in areas such as Health and Wellbeing, Social Studies, and Sciences.  This is 
one final graph from the survey, using that same rating scale as before, which shows 
that most of the teachers who responded felt that visiting a farm was important in 
helping children understand how food is produced. 




So just to VXPXS,¶YHVSRNHQDERXWWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI learning outdoors in 
Curriculum for Excellence, and that there is an ongoing demand from teachers for 
further opportunities to learn about how they can use the outdoors in their teaching. 
 
 
,¶YHPHQWLRQHGZK\,WKLQNLW¶VLPSRUWDQWIRUFKLOGUHQWREHDEOe to visit a farm as part 
of their school experience, but that the way teachers learn about the possibilities of 
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IDUPYLVLWVDUHTXLWHµKLW-and-PLVV¶± they tend to rely on informal sorts of information-
sharing, from the teacher in the next classroom having been on a farm visit in the 
past, and that sort of thing. 
,¶m aware that some of the teacher education institutions in Scotland are trying to 
include more content on outdoor learning in their courses, so that their graduates are 
prepared and confident to use the outdoors in their future teaching.  I want to 
conclude by suggesting that all student teachers should have an opportunity to visit a 
farm as part of their training, for an afternoon or even just an hour or two. This would 
allow them to become a little bit more familiar with the farm environment, especially 
for those who have never been on a farm before. They would have the opportunity to 
learn about the wide range of curriculum areas, and Es and Os [experiences and 
outcomes], that can be linked with a farm visit, given some guidance on the risks and 
how to manage them, and importantly, be made aware of the organisations that exist 
to help them plan the visit, carry out risk assessments, and signpost to sources of 
funding, so that in future they can confidently take their classes out on a farm visit. 
 
 
